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  ROCK BREAKS SCISSORS CUT


  How fucking arrogant and lazy it is for hacks to pretentiously quote their betters in an extract at the beginning of a novel. It has become an epidemic of name-dropping to confer bogus portent, implying a shoulder-rubbing intimacy between shoplifters of words and their victims, the people with the actual talent.


  Gilbert C., from an article titled “Status Theft” (Verve magazine, Vol 8, No. 2 (May 2000), pp. 31-2).


  The more I know, the less I’m sure about. And the more I find out, the less I want to know.


  Dr. Helen Gold, personal journal.


  A model is something you build to simulate a fantasy, or an ideal state in real life. You have to build it because it doesn’t exist, just as real life has no true perfection. Most normal people have no idea of the difference between fantasy and reality. They cross the line every day without knowing it.


  Jovana A., interview (by Caldecot Webb, Chromium magazine, Vol. 1, No. 4 (April 2002), p. 13).


  Look in your mirror and say: I have worth as a person. Value as a human being. I contribute. Then do us all a favor and cut your throat for lying, and try not to leave a mess.


  Melinda B., from personal e-mail


  THREE


  Melinda was not what you’d call very attractive. So the sex thing with Gilbert was as much a surprise as a shock. It happened in the Analysis Bay right after one of their sessions.


  Their participation for today had been processed through the appropriate hard drives and burned onto discs for quicker reference. Interns had unstrapped the three of them—Melinda, Jovana, and Gilbert—from their pilot-style reclining couches and disconnected the sticky leads. Dr. Gold tendered a rushed and insincere goodbye and scampered off to think-tank her latest findings, her data. The usual paychecks awaited the subject trio in the front office, near Reception. Jovana slung her shoulder bag, blew everyone a kiss from lips perfect enough to go full-page on a cosmetics ad, and walked out the door like someone pointedly aware of her own disturbing, equilateral beauty. Since the hospital was more properly a managed care facility, the “interns” were more accurately work-for-hire techs, spear carriers for Dr. Gold. They muttered their usual homilies and faded…leaving Melinda and Gilbert alone in the Bay, lights down.


  “No way they’d leave us alone in here after closing,” said Gilbert, still supine on the couch, burning off the relaxants.


  Melinda was doggedly headed for the exit, on autopilot.


  “Do you remember what you dreamed about?” he said, sighing deeply and rubbing his temple where one of the leads had left a circular red mark.


  Her usual custom was the polite, silent retreat. His words stopped her, turned her around, disrupted the order of an otherwise dull evening. Scary, because it was a social situation. Melinda usually avoided interaction, mostly to save her ego from untoward damage. Go to the store, cash the check, feed the cats, and use a TV or computer screen for company until she drowsed; that was her baseline. People rarely spoke to her unless they needed something, or needed her to move out of the way (to which she might only say, I’m sorry).


  At five feet exactly—she never wore heels because they hurt her spine—Melinda saw herself as a troll. Saw her body as the shape of a tube sock filled with sand, except for that one menstrual week-plus per month when it was more the shape of a russet potato with feet. Saw her complexion as the most unfortunate ever to challenge the makers of moisturizers, crowned with a peasant nose like the prow of an icebreaker. Her eyes were deep-set, dark, and beady; most people found them piggish (but would never say so), and no one ever noticed their color. Nearly lipless, her mouth was more an incision in her face. She had tried to salvage her unruly rat-nest of brittle hair by chopping it short; the effect was as if a remedial child had scribbled in new hair with a No. 2 pencil. Strangers routinely assumed she was twenty years older than her calendar age—some bovine, tank-like foreigner whose spew of retarded offspring had all abandoned her. No amount of plucking could pretty up the kill zone between her eyebrows, or across her upper non-lip. Her hands were blunt paws with stubby fingers. Her breasts were not even apparent against the harsh denim of her jumper; they sloped down and apart on a wishbone trajectory, as though trying to distance themselves from her face. Her entire body strained to escape guilt-by-association.


  Melinda worked in a chain bookstore surrounded by people who preferred not to read for pleasure. Most of these employees were hired off the street. She was the oddity to whom co-workers deferred when blindsided by the puzzle of what author, which section, do you have that new book by that horror guy; it’s purple. She’d witch forth the required answer by closing her eyes behind her glasses, pulling it out of the ether like a mentalist reading sealed envelopes. Her co-workers generally hated her for this; her simple intellect was perceived as a judgment against them all. She liked her job because it brought her in contact with people who would normally have little to do with her, or worse, who would cross a street against traffic just to avoid being offended by her looks.


  Gilbert was a writer, sort of. A journalist. He had had his name published in magazines, some of which were on the racks at the bookstore. Melinda was cautious in expressing her admiration, not wanting it to seem like some vacuous come-on. Gilbert had tape-recorded celebrities and interpreted their wit and wisdom for articles. If you hung around beautiful and important people enough, Melinda believed, some of that beauty and importance pretty much had to leak out and get on you. She had never enjoyed the opportunity. Famous people rarely came into her bookstore, and if they did, it was usually on her days off, precisely so she could hear about it from others, and wonder what the experience of ringing up their sales might have been like.


  Her bookstore, she thought. How arrogant. Rather, the bookstore in which she worked. She frequently second-guessed herself this way, like a conflicted nun.


  Antidepressants did nothing to lift her mood and only dulled her more. She had already tilled through the phase of emptiness and pointlessness that drove her to therapy and found the program unrewarding. What about passion? one doctor had asked her. It had seemed quite forward, but she tried to answer honestly: “I really don’t have any time for that, I guess.” She pondered the bleak abyss of that response for a few months and after that, knocked off the mood-flatteners for good. There was still a jarful in her medicine cabinet, just in case. The pills had passed their spoilage date about a year ago.


  Wannabe celebrities often fantasized Playboy interviews with themselves. Melinda once sat herself down with a spiral notebook and tried to surf the riptide of fulfilling one of those Playmate tipsheets, the handwritten flip-side of a fold-out that proffered vital stats. She fudged the birthdate and particulars since she had been adopted. Likes: jasmine tea, flannel, hibiscus perfume, wood fires, good books, snowflakes. Dislikes: Hurtfulness, especially from strangers. Measurements: Don’t even go there. Desires…that was where she had stopped. She had read most of this cute info was made up by writers anyway, confected in the same way the Letters section was. She still had that one-and-only issue of the magazine, which she’d essentially shoplifted from the bookstore. Her bookstore.


  In a sense, it was not only logical but practical for her superior, Ms. Traxston, to hire young, illiterate nitwits as staff. Kids disinterested in books were less likely to liberate copies for their personal libraries, or, at minimum, abuse the employee discount program. They were not in danger of getting that peculiar glint in their eyes when the new this-or-that came in. They traded their hours for money and took nothing else home with them, either intellectually or in terms of stock. Never were they caught reading on a break. Melinda could see the good corporate sense of it.


  Not her superior, she chided herself. Ms. Traxston was her boss but not her superior.


  A year after she’d appropriated the Playboy, Melinda paid for it. She had grown tired of worrying the moral implications of stealing a girlie mag. Paying did not help, because she still thought about her small criminal act, virtually every single day.


  Gilbert had published an article or two in Playboy. He’d even gotten a cameo insert picture of himself printed among the contributors. Gilbert would be writing Dr. Gold’s work up for an article on dream research when this was all done. Maybe he’d use Melinda’s actual name; Melinda thought that she would not mind that. She could tell people, I’ve been in Playboy.


  So when Gilbert asked her if she remembered her dream that day, Melinda tried very hard to accommodate him.


  She smiled gamely. “I remember big machines, like gears and cogs and Expressionist hardware. I remember being late for a plane and running to catch it. Everyone on the plane disapproved that I was so late. I looked in a mirror and didn’t recognize myself.” She avoided his gaze by looking at the restraints—carpet-padded buckle cuffs on the ankles and wrists, free now.


  “Loss of self,” said Gilbert, stretching all catlike and putting his arms behind his head, apparently having no intention of getting up soon, even though the session was done for today. “The judgments of a crowd, all finding you wanting.” A vast, deep breath eased out of him. He seemed to be stuck halfway in a meditative trance. “I dreamed…” His eyes fluttered shut.


  She stood beside his couch for several absurd moments while nothing happened. “Gilbert?”


  “Hmm.”


  He had an erection. She was staring right at it, rudely tenting his fly. She kept staring at it because his eyes were shut.


  What about passion?


  Melinda’s diary of sexual experience was mostly pending. She had lost her virginity in junior high school to a fellow named Dominic, in a rushed episode behind some play flats after a drama club rehearsal for which she was the script supervisor. Our Town. Dominic had told her she had beautiful nipples. Melinda had sprouted breasts early, back when she was smaller and child-shaped. Dominic, stinking of marijuana smoke, had said her pussy was like a flower. Orchid. Then he had jammed his penis inside and delivered his payload after five rapid hummingbird strokes. Melinda’s eyes stayed closed the whole time. Her blood grossed him out, and he avoided her for the rest of his truncated academic career.


  In college—Literature major; English minor—she had attended a few parties and gotten more of the same, mostly from guys who picked her last. The closest swerve to a romance had come at the grabby hands of a Russian Lit casualty who was teaching a 101-level course mostly to slum his way through another year of rent. She learned a little bit about kissing during a private study date with Oscar, which quickly intensified into a humid wrestling match. He had a lot of body hair, and a choo-choo train way of breathing nasally when he was about to ejaculate. He winked at her in class and gave her up after about a month.


  She read, in books, about a fantasy world wherein people “found” each other. Where they were “meant for” each other. Where they “completed” each other. It was a sentiment from a different planet. Men had been inside her, but she brought away little useful insight, or, as Dr. Gold would have it, data.


  Gilbert had been friendly and polite from Day One of the experiment, and now something in his mind was giving him a boner. Melinda caught herself biting her lower lip. If he was asleep, then he wouldn’t even be aware that she had touched it.


  She was thinking about touching his dick. She did not even know this guy. She did not really know anybody.


  It was an urgent little critter, beneath the fabric there, egging on her sense of perversity. She should respect his privacy and leave. Instead, she checked the observation window, to make sure they were alone.


  One finger, one second, one touch, surely would not harm anyone.


  His cock was about the length of her outstretched palm, from pinky to thumb-tip. It seemed to be generating heat like a toaster coil. It moved when she touched it, tentatively, one finger delivering an overdose of tactile sensation to her brain.


  “Here,” he said lazily. His eyes were open.


  Caught.


  His hand closed over hers when he said here, pressing down for better contact. She should have jerked her hand away and fled from the room. Here, he said, closing his eyes again, and within vertiginous seconds his naked penis was delivered into her grasp for further inspection.


  She had never in her life gotten a chance to examine one, close-up. The shaft looked odd to her; she realized he was uncircumcised. Her small hand closed around it, fingertips not quite meeting her palm. Her heart was jumping around like a test rabbit in a shock cage. She moved her gentle fist up the length once, then down. The sheath of skin made the movement very easy, almost natural. She saw his phrenum dilate like a tiny mouth sucking a breath of air.


  He shifted subtly, easing into her grasp. The event was over before it got a chance to really wax. A gout of semen jumped straight up into the air and Melinda caught it the way you would snag a set of tossed keys. She cupped her hands around his cock as the rest pumped out, and before she could think about what was happening, licked her hands and swallowed without tasting, like an obsessive acolyte receiving communion.


  As soon as he opened his eyes she blurted out, “I’m sorry.”


  Now he was awake and cognizant. Next he was flustered and embarrassed. “Melinda—” he began.


  “Sorry,” she said, backing away. Sorry was her shield against the world. People could not hate you if you kept apologizing to them.


  “Wait,” he said.


  “I-I-I gotta go.” She was blushing furiously now, still backing toward the lab door.


  “It’s okay,” he said, so softly it was almost without breath.


  “Sorry,” she said again, bolting through the entryway.


  Gilbert blinked and
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